Chapter 1: Into Reconstruction and Out Again

One of the earliest areas settled in
southeastern North Carolina, Wilmington,
initially known as Newton, was incorporated
in 1739 on the banks of the Cape Fear
River.  During the antebellum years,
Wilmington emerged as North Carolina’s
largest city.” Surrounded by vast acreages
of timber and rice plantations, Wilmington
boasted an economy fed by naval stores and
agricultural interests. The city dominated
New Hanover County with most of the
county’s residents living or working in
Wilmington. The port was the state’s largest
and most active as a result of enterprising
railroad construction and the booming
turpentine  industry.’ Wilmington’s
importance in the state and region was
unmistakable, and, as a result, its interests
were in the mainstream and forefront of
state social and political affairs.”
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During the Civil War, Wilmington
was a vital link in the Confederacy’s supply
line. The port, under the powerful guns of
Fort Fisher, remained open to blockade
running traffic for all but the last weeks of
the conflict. The fort fell to Union forces in
January 1865 after an  immense
bombardment campaign. The city soon fell
when Union forces marched into town on
February 22, 1865, leading to a long period
of occupation marked by social and
economic upheaval. >

The occupation of the city was
carried out in a relatively smooth transition.
The federal commander, General John
Schofield, promised that the military would
not interfere with local affairs as long as
citizens respected U. S. rule. Locals gave
Union troops mixed receptions. Some
upper-class planters had left the city for
inland protection while other former
Confederates watched the occupation from
behind closed doors. Yet other residents,
white and black, welcomed the troops. One
observer noted that the “aristocrats” for the
most part were quiet as the troops marched
in whereas the “commoners” were excited to
see the Federal forces. African American
residents saw the soldiers as harbingers of
good fortune and freedom and eagerly
cheered the incoming forces, including
approximately 4,000 African American
troops.6 An officer recalled, “[T]he march
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